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The Gamble of Democracy
The Popularity of Political Islam and What it Means for
Middle Eastern Women

JONATHAN COUCH

As noted historian Eugene Rogan wrote in The Arabs: A History, “it is easy
to forget just how secular the Middle East was in 1981.””" This is significant
because, if one follows the commentary about the Middle East found in most
mainstream news sources, one might assume that the non-secular political ide-
ology known as Islamism will become the governing ideology of most Middle
Eastern states. Saliently, that commentary also often posits that Islamism vir-
tually guarantees the oppression and unequal treatment of women. However,
a longer and more nuanced view of the history of the Middle East contra-
dicts these sentiments. As Rogan notes, Islamic societies do not always give
rise to Islamism as we know it and, while most religions have a complicated
relationship with gender equality, until modern times Islamic polities have gen-
erally been quite tolerant and progressive when it comes to the protection of
women’s rights. Even in the recent past numerous Middle Eastern states have
made tangible progress regarding the rights of women. In Turkey, as the new
republic rose from the ashes of the Ottoman Empire in1924, Mustafa Kemal
(Atatiirk) codified in the Turkish constitution a woman’s right to vote and hold
political office. Tansu Ciller served as the first female Prime Minister of Turkey
from 1993 to 1996, and women have served in the Grand National Assembly
since 1937.% In Iran, women received the right to compulsory education and
to vote as a part of Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi’s White Revolution during
the 1960s and 1970s. In Egypt, women received the right to vote, and were
explicitly granted equality of opportunity, by Gamal Abdul Nasser’s 1956 Con-
stitution.” The Egypt of the twentieth century allowed, even if it did not always
completely support, robust feminist movements like the Egyptian Feminist
Union and the Egyptian Women’s Writers Association.* While these examples
of progress might seem minimal from a twenty-first century perspective, to
most Western observers they were examples of positive change. They continue
to remind us that women’s rights and majority Muslim societies do not inher-
ently oppose one another.
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However, the leaders of Pahlavi Iran, Turkey before 2002, and pre-2011
Egypt were not democratically elected. Indeed, they were often autocrats sup-
ported by the United States. Atatiirk, a professed republican, was in practice
quite authortitarian, presiding over a one-party government.” After his death
in 1938, the military’s commitment to Kemalism led them to overthrow the
clected government whenever it appeared as though Islam was becoming too
strong of an influence in Turkish life and politics.® Arguably, the first truly
free election was in 2002 when the Justice and Development Party (AKP), a
moderate Islamist party, won. Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, while committed
to Western style reform, was a heavy-handed monarch known to imprison or
execute those who challenged him politically.” Finally, in Egypt, Gamal Abdel
Nasser, Anwar el-Sadat, and Hosni Mubarak were presidents in name only for
the fifty-nine years that they collectively governed Egypt, with little tolerance
for dissent, and a willingness to imprison, exile, or kill political opponents.

Analysts of U.S. foreign policy have debated for decades (at least) whether
the United States should, under certain conditions, ally with states antithetical
to its liberal democratic values. In many cases they determined that the stabil-
ity of authoritarian government was the best choice for US. interests. This,
of course, begs the question: if alliance, formal or informal, with an autocrat
provides some tangible benefit to American national interests, and if the alter-
native to autocracy is anarchy, should the United States chose the side of inter-
est and stability over democracy? Furthermore, what if democratic elections
themselves threaten to place illiberal leaders in power? Not every denos, after all,
should be assumed to be pro-American, ot even pro-democracy.®

This chapter will consider one form that this broad concern can assume:
Does progress toward equality for women and minority groups achieved by
non-democratic governmental decree at least partially justify U.S. support for
authoritarian regimes? Starkly stated, in cases where democratically-elected
governments seem likely to oppose gender equality, should the United States
support the elected government or the “safer,” autocratic alternativer

Considering that the United States has supported governments of all types
that trampled on all sorts of human rights, why is the relationship between
gender equality and U.S. support for autocratic regimes important enough to
debate here? To begin with, furthering gender equality is a stated goal of the
U.S. National Security Strategy under President Obama, and it was specifically
stated as a goal of the United States in his 2009 speech to the Muslim world in
Cairo.” Further, as President Obama mentions in that speech, “it is no coinci-
dence that countries where women are well educated are far more likely to be
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prosperous.”!” Inequality between the sexes restricts the contribution made by
fifty percent of a country’s population, something proven to have detrimental
effects on that country’s competitiveness in the global community. It is relevant
here because a brief perusal of headlines during the Arab Spring in 2011 and
2012 suggests that many Western observers of the Middle East assume that
free and fair elections in the Middle East will lead to victory for Islamist parties.
They further assume that regimes rooted in Islam and following some concep-
tion of sharia as their official legal system tend to hold traditional positions on
the proper roles of women." We will have to question these assumptions, but
they at least help to outline a tension in American values: If autocracy some-
times leads to greater equality and tolerance toward women and minorities, and
democracy tends toward Islamism and inequality, U.S. policymakers face the
conundrum of deciding which national security goal to support—democracy
or rights for women?

The goal here is to frame this question and provide context for the policy-
maker considering how the United States should respond to it. We will begin
by acknowledging the times when the United States has condoned or enabled
autocracy for the purpose of pragmatic or humanitarian interests, despite its
longstanding commitment to spreading and protecting democracy. We will then
focus on women’s rights in the Middle East, using the case studies of Turkey
and Egypt to illuminate how democracy might empower Islamism and have
implications for women. Finally, it is relevant to weigh the options going for-
ward. Most Westerners believe that democracy is good, but democracy can
also be difficult to establish and unpredictable in its effects. Many international
critics of U.S. foreign policy cite the hypocrisy of supporting democracy only
when it clearly benefits the United States. There is evidence that this perceived
disingenuousness of U.S. foreign policy contributes to anti-American senti-
ment worldwide and serves as a source of instability in its own right.

. Make the World Safe for Democracy

Policymakers in the United States and other Western nations must make sense
of this contradiction. At least rhetorically, the United States has promoted
democracy as one of its fundamental foreign policy goals since at least the
carly twentieth century. In his 1917 address to Congress asking for permis-
sion to enter WWI, Woodrow Wilson said the now famous words: “The world
must be made safe for democracy.””'? After WWII, one of the fundamental
goals of the Truman and Eisenhower doctrines was to spread democracy, and

scusalnequality.indd 37 @ 8/31/2016 10:07:12 AM



38 Jonathan Couch

President George W. Bush said in his second inaugural address, “it is the policy
of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic move-
ments and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of
ending tyranny in our world.””> However, oftentimes the goal of spreading
and nurturing democracy around the world conflicts with other more immedi-
ate, tangible, or pragmatic national interests. In pursuit of those interests, the
United States has often made accommodations with autocratic regimes. Exam-
ples abound. Famously, the United States supported Fulgencio Batista in Cuba,
Manuel Noriega in Panama, Augusto Pinochet in Chile, Ferdinand Marcos in
the Philippines, and even the communist Josip Tito in Yugoslavia." The United
States has also supported Middle Eastern autocrats, such as Muhammad Reza
Shah over the populatly elected Mohammed Mossadiq in Iran," and Anwar el
Sadat and Hosni Mubarak in Egypt.' Even Saddam Hussein, whom the United
States fought two wars to defeat and ultimately overthrow, enjoyed support
from the United States during the Iran-Iraq war from 1980 to 1988."7

As the twentieth century ended, a new threat emerged in the eyes of many
policymakers and pundits in the West in the form of Islamism and Islamic fun-
damentalism. These two terms are not interchangeable, but many Western poli-
cymakers subsumed both ideologies under a broader banner of “radical Islam”
and determined that it was antithetical to American national interests, including
the interest in promoting women’s rights." This belief led many observers the
United States to be wary of supporting Middle Eastern democracy."”

Arguably, these policymakers failed to distinguish adequately between mod-
erate and radical forms of Islamism. It will be worthwhile to establish some
working definitions of Islamism and Islamic fundamentalism. Noah Feldman
argues that “Islamism” is nothing more or less than political Islam. In prac-
tice, to say that a state is “Islamist” means simply that it “is governed through
Islamic law and Islamic values.”” Evidence of Islamism, then, could be as
straightforward as a statement in the constitution that acknowledges sharia law
as the moral and ethical basis for its legal system (as does the Iraqi constitu-
tion).! Other evidence might appear in democratically elected governments
being directed by a constitution to “draft and pass laws that incorporate the
content of Islamic law.’** The Muslim Brotherhood proposed something like
this system of government in Egypt. Islamism can also mean, as it does in Iran,
that the state is a theocracy in which religious scholars, the #/eza, have the final
say over legislative actions taken by patliament (the Maj/is) or the president.”

Feldman refers to these states above as Islamic states, but refutes that they
are fundamentalist. Islamic fundamentalist movements advocate for a return to,
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as Bernard Lewis put it, “an authentic Muslim way of life.”** In other words,
fundamentalists advocate a return to the way Islam was observed and prac-
ticed during the time of the Prophet Muhammad and his immediate succes-
sors. In light of this definition, the different manifestations of political Islam
in the modern context are not necessarily fundamentalist. As Feldman notes,
most modern Islamist systems, including the Iraqi constitution and the mod-
ern Muslim Brotherhood’s vision of Egypt, do not advocate the return to a
caliphate or for a return to a legal system run by the Ulama. Therefore, while
these manifestations of political Islam advocate for Islam to play a central role
within society, the democratic structures of state, including elected representa-
tive bodies, differ significantly from the ones in place following the death of
the Prophet Muhammad.”

Clarifying the distinction between fundamentalism and Islamism is impor-
tant because confusion regarding these terms often colors the debate in the
United States over democracy in the Middle East. It is true, of course, that
fundamentalist and even radical voices exist within most Islamist societies.”
However, as Anders Strindberg and Mats Wirn wrote, “not all Muslims are reli-
gious, not all religious Muslims are Islamists, not all Islamists are militant, and
not all militant Islamists are violent.””” Americans would do well to remember
that there are traditionalist, fundamentalist, radical, and dangerous segments in
almost every society—including most Western democracies. Therefore, a more
nuanced understanding of Islamism is critical because conflating Islamism,
Islamic fundamentalism, and radical Islam affects U.S. foreign policy towards
the Middle East and contributes to angst regarding democracy. With the fre-
quency that these terms are misused or conflated, it seems clear that the con-
fusion at least contributes to the argument by non-scholatly observers that
Western powers should support he stability of anti-Islamist autocracies at the
expense of democracy. This becomes increasingly relevant from a pragmatic
policy perspective because some scholars suggest that U.S. support of auto-
cratic regimes to stem the rise of “radical” Islam has served to increase radical-
ism and anti-U.S. sentiment.”®

The concern of Western policymakers with the rise of radical Islam was
not entirely unfounded. Many aspects of the theocracy established in Iran after
the 1979 revolution troubled Western observers, including the trampling of
human rights and the rolling back of many rights for women. However, as the
popularity of Islam surged in the region, the U.S. feared a repeat of the Iranian
Revolution and a loss of long-term allies. Policy experts in the United States
during the 1980s and 90s became increasingly concerned with the expansion of
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political Islam in Egypt, Palestine, and Syria, and the rise of Salafism across the
Middle East at the end of the twentieth century.”” This concern solidified U.S.
support of autocratic regimes. In 2011, as demonstrators in Tahrir Square in
Cairo, Egypt demanded the resignation and imprisonment of Hosni Mubarak,
the Egyptian president reminded U.S. policymakers that he was all that stood
in the way of radical Islamists; many Americans were ready to believe him.” In
the case of Syria, many U.S. officials cautioned against supporting anti-Assad
rebels because they feared radical Islamist groups such as the Al Qaeda-linked
Nusra Front (Jabat al-Nusra) would seize control of the revolution and estab-
lish a repressive Islamic state.”® These fears have informed U.S. foreign policy
and have led to ambivalent U.S. support during the Arab Spring.”* But if the
perception of U.S. opposition to Islamism increases its radicalism, the United
States may simply be planting the seeds for a worse and truly radical form of
Islamism in the future.

Further, there are tangible consequences for supporting autocratic regimes.
Among the many causes of anti-American sentiment in the Middle East in the
years leading up to 9/11 and since, was the knowledge among Middle Eastern
populations that the United States professed support for democracy but sup-
ported the autocratic regimes that subjugated them.” This was especially dam-
aging to the credibility of the United States among the moderates and middle
classes where secularism and liberalism live. This is in line with Shadi Hamid’s
argument regarding the tyranny-terror link.*

Il. Islamism: Threat to Liberalism or Necessary Stage
of Democracy?

Let us now consider women’s rights specifically,. Among the most fiercely
debated topics in scholarship on the Middle East and Islam is the question
of the role of women within Islamic societies. As John Esposito argues in his
introduction to Islam, Gender, and Social Change, “in no area was the force of tra-
dition felt more strongly and the clash of civilizations more apparent than that
of the status and roles of women.”” Can an Islamist state allow for equality
and still be in accordance with its Islamic foundations?

The Debate on Women and Islam

Many argue that it cannot. In Modernizing Women: Gender and Social Change in the
Middle East, Valerie Moghadam notes that a number of well-known scholars
hold that “Islam is incompatible with feminism—even with the more main-
stream/modernist notion of women’s rights—because Islam regards women
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as the weak and inferior sex.”” These scholars do not necessatily criticize Islam
when practiced in private, but they do suggest that any stafe governed by sharia
would have to place women in subordinate positions relative to men. They
point to passages in the Qur'an and the Hadith where women are clearly rel-
egated to subordinate status. For instance, a woman’s testimony as a witness is
worth only half that of a man’s and under Islamic laws of inheritance “if there
are brothers and sisters, (they share), the male having twice the share of the
female (Qur'an 4:176).”" If taken literally, these passages suggest that women
are worth half of a man. These scholars’ larger argument is against not Islam
per se, but against any religion being the basis for state legal codes. As Mogha-
dam argues,

Islam is neither more nor less patriarchal than other major religions,
especially Hinduism and the other two Abrahamic religions, Judaism and
Christianity...[tlhe gender configurations that draw heavily from religion
and cultural norms to govern women’s work, political praxis, family status,
and other aspects of their lives in the Middle East are not unique to Muslim
or Middle Eastern countties.

For these scholars, then, the only way to achieve equality for women is a
secular society free from the influences of Islam, or of religion in general.” If
these scholars are correct, then if an election brings an Islamist government to
power, progress toward equality for women becomes more difficult because, as
Egyptian women’s rights activist Dalia Ziada succinctly observed regarding her
activism, “under Mubarak, we were trying to challenge [the existing patriarchal]
mentality from a civil perspective, which allows dissent. But now it will be dif-
ferent. Because if you try to challenge the same political mentality, but covered
with Islamism—you’ll be challenging God. So it’s much more difficult.””*’

For other scholars, gender equality under an Islamic state is possible.
Yvonne Haddad highlights two distinct strains of thought among this group.
One group, which she labels modernist, seeks to modernize Islam.*" Prominent
proponents of this idea believe that Islam is open to interpretation ot zitihad.
They see the reform of Islamic ideas regarding women as a continuation of the
work done by Jamal al-Din al Afghani and Muhammad Abdu in the late nine-
teenth century. For these scholars, Islam has been constantly reinterpreted since
the death of Muhammad (despite what traditionalists believe), and there is no
reason why this ongoing reinterpretation could not allow for equality between
women and men. Women can be equal within an Islamic system, they suggest,
because the proper interpretation of sharia values equality and justice.”” In other
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words the Quran, like all the holy books, needs to be put into historical context.
In early Islamic periods, men were responsible for taking care of the women
and children, yet women were allowed to keep any money they had and did not
need to use it for family obligations. As such, many Islamic feminists argue that
it was not because women were worth less than men that they received a lower
inheritance, but because they had fewer obligations with regard to support.” If
this is true, then this more modernist interpretation would suggest that because
many women work today, these laws need to be adapted. As Ann Elizabeth
Mayer points out, experts in Islamic law testified to the UN Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) that
“the shari’a itself gave equality to women; the problem that had to be overcome
was that of interpretation. Religions should evolve over time, but the interpre-
tation of the shari’a had come to a standstill centuries ago.”**

Haddad also describes a second group of scholars, representing the Islamist
strain, who want to “Islamize modernity.”* Islamists consider women to have
a very important role in society, one crucial to the success of an Islamist gov-
ernment, but they think women should contribute as leaders of households
and partners of their husbands.” Many of these Islamists consider themselves
feminists;* they believe that Islam, while delineating a division of labort, pro-
tects women and places them in a position of privilege.” It argues that the
sharia ensures equality because of the so-called “complementarity” of the
sexes.”” The privileged role for women as mothers and wives is in fact equal
in importance to the roles men play. Further, to oppose women’s proper role
harms society and women. “While Western feminists seek to abolish division
of labor based on gender,” Haddad writes, “Islamists see such division as safe-
guarding woman’s interests and not taxing her abilities;” women are partners
in “a family structure predicated by divine design as the paradigmatic social
unit.””*

Although Haddad’s analysis of the debate over women and Islam is helpful,
we should keep in mind that her two-fold distinction is not exhaustive. Middle
Eastern women are active in their own lives and are not monolithic (or binary)
in their preferences. As Moghadam writes:

Some women activists align themselves with liberal, social democratic, or
communist organizations; others support Islamist/fundamentalist groups.
Some women reject religion as patriarchal; others wish to reclaim religion
for themselves or to identify feminine aspects of it. Some women reject
traditions and time-honored customs; others find identity, solace, and
strength in them.”!
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Many Middle Eastern women are feminist in the Western sense; many
support the varied and complex manifestations of an Islamic state. Many fall
somewhere between these two positions, and many are unconcerned to take a
position one way or another. There is as at least as much diversity of opinion
and belief among Middle Eastern women as among Western women, and we
should be cautious lest we paint with too broad a brush.

lll. Case Studies

Turkey

To propetly debate whether democracy is a threat to women’s rights in a Middle
Eastern context, we need now to examine how popularly elected Islamist gov-
ernments have affected women’s rights. The examples of Turkey and Egypt
serve the purpose. The evidence is less ominous than the headlines might have
us believe.

Turkey is, perhaps, the most useful case to consider, because the AKP has
now been the dominant political party for more than a decade and, unlike the
brief government of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, it is attempting to opet-
ate within the avowedly secular constitution.” When a political party espouses
a central role for religion in the lives of its people, but has a cleatly secular con-
stitution, does it govern according to Islamist or secular principles? At least thus
far, the results in Turkey are encouraging for secularists. Rhetorically, Turkish
President Recip Tayyip Erdogan has championed an Islamist perspective regard-
ing women that we have highlighted above. According to Erdogan,

[Islam] has defined a position for women: motherhood...their characters,
habits and physiques are different...you cannot place a mother breastfeeding
her baby on an equal footing with men...you cannot make women work
the same jobs as men do...this is against their delicate nature.”

Despite remarks like these, Turkey’s secular constitution remains and
Erdogan’s policies are opposed by many in Turkey.”* Still, some fear that Erdo-
gan wants to revise Turkey’s constitution to reflect more Islamist values in what
they describe as a constitutional coup.” However, Erdogan would have to win
enough seats in the Turkish parliament to change the constitution and transform
the secular underpinnings of the state. In the short term, at least, this seems
unlikely considering that the AKP party received a stunning rebuke in the June
2015 Parliamentary election, an election with high turnout and verifiably fair
results.”® Erdogan remains in office as the President, but the AKP lost its majot-
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ity in Parliament and was unable to create a ruling coalition. This lead Erdogan
to call for another round of elections in November 2015 and, while those elec-
tions saw the AKP regain its majority, it still fell fourteen parliamentary seats
short of a majority large enough to renegotiate the Turkish constitution.”

In this case, at least for now, democracy has worked with Islamism. The
overwhelming majority of Turks are Muslim, and believe Islam should have a
role in their lives. However, because of the secular constitution and the rep-
resentative political structure, the AKP has thus far been unable to impose
sharia law or to make any significant headway in reversing the progress Turk-
ish women have made over the past century. In fact, because of the influence
of women in society, the continued influence of Kemalists, and international
pressure, some of the remaining hindrances to women’s equality were removed,
even with the AKP in power. For example, in 2005 the penal code was changed
to make sexual crimes against women crimes against the victims rather than
crimes against public morality and order.*®

Despite the advantages that women have in Turkey, they have not achieved
full equality. Nevertheless, one might point to Turkey as an example of a
country where Islamists have worked within the framework of a secular state
with significant protections for women’s equality. While Islam has become an
increasingly important part of Turkish political life after 2002, the Turkish con-
stitution remains relatively true to its secular Kemalist roots while at the same
time moving past the undemocratic influence of the military. The Turkish case
is in some ways exceptional, however; Islamist groups that seek to govern else-
where will not have to overcome a long-entrenched secular constitution.

Egypt

Western observers watched Egypt’s 2011 revolution and its aftermath with
excitement and hope—and, ultimately, with great disappointment. After nearly
sixty years of authoritarian rule, Egyptians had overthrown Hosni Mubarak
and seemed poised, for the first time in their history, to experience true, fully
inclusive, democracy. It was a point of great pride for the Egyptians that they
had overthrown tyranny on their own, using only social media and word of
mouth, even in the face of significant Western skepticism. Almost immediately
after the revolution, Western policymakers started to worry that the Islamist
Muslim Brotherhood would win the first fair elections. Liberal Egyptians
remained hopeful. Islamists would not, they insisted, “hijack” the revolution.
Activist Gihan (Gigl) Ibrahim, one of the youthful, tech savvy, faces of the
revolution adamantly argued to John Stewart in April of 2011 that she and the
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more liberal protesters who organized and gave force to the demonstrations in
Tahrir square would not be overwhelmed by the Muslim Brotherhood.” One
could remember hoping that Ibrahim—a progressive and Muslim revolution-
ary, wearing Western clothes on a popular American TV show—was right.

But she was at least partially wrong. Evidence to support those skeptics
who claimed that democratic processes in the Middle East would be used to
bring illiberal regimes to power was mounting. The 2011 election for the Egyp-
tian parliament, gave the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party
forty-three percent of the vote in the People’s Assembly (216 of 498 votes,
108 more than the next party), which was enough to create a dominant ruling
coalition, and Muhammad Morsi soon became the first populatly elected presi-
dent in Egyptian history by wining fifty-one percent of the vote in a runoff
election.”” Upon taking office, Morsi affirmed a commitment to protect the
rights of women to U.S. Secretary of State Hilary Clinton.® However, he then
embarked on a program intended to Islamize the Egyptian government. Ibra-
him was proven partially right, insofar as the actions of the Muslim Brother-
hood were the result of democratic elections. The revolution was not hijacked.
The political party with the best organization at the time of the revolution won
the election fairly, owing partly to the fragmentation of its opposition. But the
best organized political party was hardly the one that Ibrahim and likeminded
liberals had hoped would rule Egypt.

What happened next is of great relevance to the debate we have described
above. In July 2013, Mohammed Morsi was overthrown by the Egyptian mili-
tary with the support of the Muslim Brotherhood’s political opponents. Mil-
lions had poured out into the streets opposing President Morsi’s increase in
executive power and, instead of waiting for the next election cycle to oppose
Morsi, the military reenacted a scene familiar to students of Egyptian history
by leading a coup d’état under the leadership of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi.”* Had the
military acted prematurely, precluding the development in Egypt of a regime
more similar to the “Turkey model?” Opponents of Morsi’s regime had legiti-
mate concerns that the president’s policies would entrench Islam in the Egyp-
tian constitution, and that Morsi was using presidential decrees to consolidate
executive power.” Perhaps Morsi’s new powers and constitutional reforms
would have proven detrimental to women and Christians, infringed on per-
sonal liberties, and given Muslim scholars increased influence in the legislative
process.” The military’s actions prevent us from knowing for sure.

Finally, before concluding, Iran and Tunisia are two other examples of
Islamist states that might be relevant to the discussion but were left out of
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this study. Iran, while certainly an Islamist state, it is not generally considered
a true democracy because of the power wielded by the Supreme Leader and
the Guardian Council. Tunisia might fit better, as the democracy that took root
after the 2011 Arab Spring—a movement that began in Tunisia—did lead to
an Islamist-led government. However, as it is more accurately part of North
Africa and not, in the strictest sense, part of the Middle East I chose not to
feature it as a primary case study. Briefly, however, there are some lessons from
these two states. While even in Iran there is some evidence of progress for
women since the 1979 revolution, as Masoud Kazemzadeh notes: “There is
no doubt that Iranian women have been one of the major losers of the 1979
% Further, as noted eatlier, the example of Iran influences Western
policy towards the Middle East, especially regarding the possible danger of
Islamism to women’s equality as we know it. Conversely Tunisia, while experi-
encing instability and a surging Islamism, has shown some movement toward
moderate Islamism and continues to have secular influences, as the patliamen-
tary and presidential elections in the fall of 2014 suggest. In fact, one might
point to it as an example of the possibility for moderate Islamists, represented
in Tunisia by the Ennahda Party, and secularist parties to work together. The
constitution drafted in 2014, while recognizing Islam as the official state reli-
glon, provides for gender equality in rights and responsibilities.” The Tuni-
sian model of governance has shown how this can work. Tom Malinowski of
the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor said in a recent speech:
“Tunisia has shown how—in the presence of liberty—secularists and Islamists
can come together in common purpose to solve public challenges despite their
profound differences.”"’

revolution.

IV. Conclusions and the Future

Itis never certain how politics will play out. It is certainly possible that President
Erdogan and the AKP will eventually achieve a super majority in the Turkish
Grand National Assembly, allowing him to change the constitution. Further,
there is growing concern among secular Turks—especially many women—
that even without the ability to change the constitution Erdogan will threaten
women’s rights as he attempts to assert ever greater influence over Turkish
politics through extralegal means.® Political scientist Pinar Tremblay noted that
the position of women in Turkey is already more precarious as a result of the
November election, pointing out that the number of female parliamentarians
fell from eighteen percent in the June election to just under fifteen percent in
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the November election.” Still, unless one of these speculative concerns were
to become reality, legal equality and the constitutional protections for Turkish
women seem safe, for now.

Egypt faces different challenges. President Morsi and his party were ousted
by the military. The subsequent election of el-Sisi was far from free, open,
and fair.”” Democracy in Egypt is precarious. By some estimates, the el-Sisi
government has imprisoned as many as 40,000 people, prevented demonstra-
tions against the government, and severely oppressed the political opposition.”
It is possible that el-Sisi will more openly welcome opposition and empower
Egyptians in their next election, but the history of military rule in Egypt would
suggest otherwise.

Should the United States continue to provide billions of dollars of aid to
Egypt?™
in the Middle East as president Obama’s 2009 “New Beginnings” speech sug-

If the protection of women’s rights is as central to America’s interests

gests, it is possible to argue that women’s rights were threatened by Muslim
Brotherhood rule, and that protections for women’s rights have expanded since
the election of el-Sisi and the establishment of the 2014 constitution.” Still, we
should wonder whether repressing Islamist impulses in Egypt, and continuing
U.S. support for another Middle Eastern autocracy, will radicalize Islamists in
the future, causing even greater instability and loss of rights for women. As
Islam is redefined and reinterpreted, more Muslims may come to believe that
women are the equals of men. US. policymakers should not assume that any
inclusion of Islam in a government’s political system will inevitably lead to the
marginalization of women. The repression of Islam, if the United States is
seen as complicit, could lead to increased anti-U.S. sentiment and anger.

How patient should those who believe in democracy ber As Feldman
argues, “[i|f the Islamists cannot deliver political justice, they will find them-
selves discredited like their predecessors.””* In Egypt we may never know if the
Muslim Brotherhood would have discredited themselves. But there is evidently
a desire for democracy in Egypt and elsewhere in the Middle East. Further, if
you believe in the core assumption of the modernization theories espoused
by scholars such as Fareed Zakaria, Christian Haerpfer, Ronald Inglehart, and
Christian Wezel, then if a democracy is given enough time, and enough sup-
port to develop modern institutions, a liberal democracy that recognizes gender
equality will result. Therefore, in the long view, maybe the United States and
its Western allies should have more patience. In this light, the words of Dalia
Ziada regarding Egyptians’ election of Morsi are as pertinent now as when she
spoke them:
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I do think electing a representative of the Muslim Brotherhood [was] a big
mistake. But we should accept it, learn from it, so in the future we will be
more cautious. It is a privilege to be able to choose who will represent you,
who will be your president. And, I think, the best thing about democracy
is that it fixes itself. I'm discouraged, yes, but I’'m hopeful.”
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